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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
I. STATE14ENT OF THE PROBLEM
It was the purpose of this study (l) to consider and
present the theoretical elements that provide the foundation
for the biblical preaching of Helmut Thielicke; and .,(2) to
see their application in the finished product, the sermon.
II. IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY
It is this writer's contention that an effective pul
pit ministry rests upon certain foundational elements. With
out having dealt constructively with these elements, the
preacher may\ prove to be a stumbling block rather than a
shepherd. Among the elements most crucial to the conscient
ious pulpiteer are his credibility and his understanding and
interpretation of both history and Scripture. The published
sermons and other works by theologian-preacher Helmut
Thielicke provide an excellent workshop for the study of
these elements in theory and practise.
III. THE METHOD AND LIMITATIONS OP THE STUDY
This study is the result of a survey of the published
writings of Helmut Thielicke. His sermons, lectures and
other theological works vers analyzed as they relate to the
2stated problem. The foundational elements have been gleaned
from specific treatises in the areas imder consideration.
Their application is given as viewed in selected sermons.
This study vrill be limited to the published works of
Helmut Thielicke which have appeared in English translation.
The writer considers these translations to be sufficient for
the study. A limitation lies in the fact that this is an
analysis of only one successful biblical preacher. Other
studies may produce considerable variation in the type and
content of foundational elements.
IV. ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY
The first chapter of the thesis includes the data
necessary to introduce the subject. The body of material is
confined to the second chapter which contains two sections.
Section one, of three parts, considers the foundational
elements in preaching. The three parts deal respectively
with the preacher's genuineness as a "believer," his under
standing of Scripture, and his understanding of history.
Section two comprises the sermonic materials which illustrate
the foundational elements, A concluding chapter summarizes
the findings of the study.
CHAPTER II
FOUNDATIONAL ELEI�!SNTS IN THEORY
Early in his career a young preacher is made aware of
the importance in preaching of homiletical finesse and ethi
cal appeal. Elements such as unity, balance, clarity, vigor,
spontaneity, and a host of others are not neglected. As
important as these may be, there are yet foundational ele
ments without which the sermon is built on "hay, stravr and
stubble." It is to these more basic and crucial elements
that Helmut Thielicke spealcs. Our purpose is to explore
with this master of the art of preaching the element of cred
ibility and the element of inteipretation.
I. THE ELEMENT OF CREDIBILITY
The element of credibility encompasses for Thielicke
all that makes the message of God believable. There is no
doubt in his mind of the relevance and power of the Scrip
tural message. However, he is not blind to its apparent
practical Ineffectiveness for our age. Someho^f, preachers
have made it very difficult for non-Christians, and even
Christians, to believe that the Gospel of Jesus Christ has
anything to say to real-life situations. This fact is
evidenced in the German Church which is largely comprised of
"old. VTomen and children."!
The credibility gap is attributed to two factors: a
spiritual inadequacy and a theological mi sunderstanding. In
these two areas Thielicke 's analysis of the preacher's in
credibility will be studied.
The Spiritual Root of the Problem of Credibility
One of the first things that strikes the reader is
Thielicke 's constant reference to spiritual genuineness. No
one can presume to be effective as God's herald who is not
first and foremost a man of God, The preacher may lack some
of the refinement of the theologian and exegete, yet proclaim
convincingly the mighty acts of God. The most learned
scholar, on the other hand, will lack authenticity in his
delivery of the message if he is not experiencing the revel-
utionary life of the nevr creation. It was precisely because
of his concern for the spiritual dimension of the messenger
that Thielicke translated and prefaced at some length the
work of the spiritual giant, C. H. Spurgeon.2 He wanted his
German pastors to be exposed to one vrho knew the secret of
vibrant Christian living. In this valuable book there is
^Helmut Thielicke, The Freedom of the Chri stian Man,
trans. J. VJ, Doberstein (New York: Harper and Row, I963}, p. 18^.
^Helmut Thielicke, Encounter With Spurgeon, trans. J.
W. Doberstein (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1963).
5advice for all. The preacher who expects his hea,rers to
follow with interest and find a vital relationship with God,
must first be showing that he possesses what he expects of
them. "The being-in~it oneself," writes Thielicke, "is the
essential evidence of that credibility that is empowered to
call others to faith. 3 This necessitates having experienced
such vrords as "sin" and "grace."
The spiritual virtue vrhich Thielicke desires to
emphasize most strongly is honesty. For the preacher, this
is an important prerequisite to genuineness. Time and again
in his vrritings the author quite naturally expresses his
admiration of this virtue. At one point, Jean-Paul Sartre is
the subject. In his book on Nihilism our author talks of
Sartre's courageous attempt to solve the problem, of existence.
Sartre is willing to be stripped of all illusions and be de
feated as he faces what for him is the bleai prospect of
nothingness in life and death. It is just such honest facing
of life that Is so attractive to Thielicke, and it will not
go unrewarded. The preacher-professor feels Sartre represents
a higher ethical dignity than do the painful conserva
tives who will not dare to make an honest confession,
but rather by trying to restore the classical, go on
telling lies with the help of an illegitimate, stolen
3lbid. , p. 26.
beauty,
Thielicke is pleading for intellectual, honesty in the
preacher,
Bu-ltmann is a further illustra.tion of this intellectual
honesty; though, for Thielicke, he also has fallen into grave
error. He, nonetheless, appeals to Thielicke because he has
been vTllling to face the consequences of what he has dis
covered. According to the critic, a great injustice occurs
when the preacher draws "the line between truth and mythology
at different points, at one point In the study and at another
in the pulpit. "5 This leads to an Insincerity which does
damage to our credibility. In our effort to be palatable a
barrier to credibility is erected.
The herald must admit the fact that there are
difficulties which "hewing the old line" can never solve. ^
It Is only when one speaks viith the sam.e tones in all areas
that trouble begins. The preacher lacks credibility because
he refuses to admit that there are shades of truth, all of
^Helmut Thielicke, Nihilism� Its Origin and Nature�
With a Christian Answer, trans, J. VJ. Doberstein (New York:
Harper, and How, I96I), p. 175.
5Helmut Thielicke, "The Restatement of New Testament
Mythology," Kerygma and Myth , trans. R. H. Puller (New York:
Harper and Row, 196l) ^ p, 14-0,
^Helmut Thielicke, The Troubl e Wi th the Church , trans.
J. W. Doberstein (New York: Harper and How, 196jy, p. ^0.
7which are not understood equally well. Acknowledging that
there are truths yet unexperienced may well be honoring God,
for then "we are proclaiming that the truth of Holy Scripture
and of the Church is greater than our faith. ""^^
Thielicke goes a step further when he writes, "Only
he who risks heresies can gain the truth. "^ If the preacher
is seriously trying to speak to today's needs and translate
the Word for that purpose, it is inevitable he should tread
a difficult path. The reward will be great, however, for the
miracle of grace will happen where there is genuine Christian
proclamation .
In a question, the preacher-professor sums up the
spiritual root of the problem of credibility vrhen he asks,
"Does the preacher live in the house of his preaching? "9
The Theological Root of the Problem of Credibility
Professor Thielicke brings to the criticism of preach
ing a further analysis for which he is well prepared. Not
only is there a spiritual reason for the incredibility of the
preacher, but there is also a theological reason. As a theo
logian he states: "The great crises of preaching have always
7 Ibid. , p. 5^-
8 Ibid. , p. ^0.
9lbid. , p. 65.
8come out of a false theology, "^^ ipv^g heresy which character
izes the modern preacher is best Illustrated for Thielicke in
the ancient error of Docetism, Theologians will readily
recall the historical heresywhich denied the humanity of
Jesus Christ. Jesus only "seemed" to be hum.an. This denial
of hijunanity was propagated in order to protect the divinity
of Jesus, yet was, nevertheless, in error. For this group,
Jesus became a phantom or ghostlike being. Strangely enough,
claims Thielicke, this has in our day come over into preach
ing. The preacher has become the unvjitting advocate of a
docetic anthropology. Now it is not Jesus vrho only "seems"
to be man, but it is man who only "seems" to be man. This
error, in Thielicke 's estimation, has arisen from the sepai-a-
tion of man from his world. The docetic preacher speaks to
man as if he is not a part of the evil world. The result is
sermons that are broad, sweeping generalizations, that do not
grapple with concrete, everyday life.
Docetism in the sphere of humanity has infiltrated our
ranks by way of existentialism. Bultmann is a prime example.
Authentic existence, according to the Marburg professor, can
never be found in the world. One must break the chain of the
evil world which keeps man from finding God. It is this
lOThielicke, The Trouble With the Church, p, 65,
9concept that leads to vievring man as a "being-in-himself . "^^
Man is, then, only an apparition, a ghostlike creature whose
secuJLar and religious lives are mutually exclusive.
The author will concede that the world hampers man's
search for God, hut contrary to Bultmann, he feels this is
"precisely the mark of men's existence between the Fall and
the Last Judgment." For Thielicke, com-plete separation
from the world is not attainable. Man is still a part of
the fallen creation and must be viewed in light of his
environment. "Man may be called out by Christ but he is also
sent back into the world as the realm of his gifts and
responsibilities, "^3
In a further query, Thielicke presents the tvjo altern
ative views as he sees them. Is the world "a world into
which I have been thrown, or is it the macrocosmic reflec
tion of my heart?"!^ There vrill always be something in man
that makes him very much a part of the vrorld even though he
is a Christian, This is confirmed by the Sermon on the
Mount, It "places me and my whole v:orld under its radical
demands and therefore looks upon me and my world as an
l^Ibld. , p. 68.
l^ibid. , p. 6?.
13rbld. , p. 68.
l^Ibid. , p. 74.
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indivisible reality . "15 The Hamburg professor interprets the
Sermon on the Mount not as a clarion call for separation, but
as an illustration of the contrast of the Kingdom of God and
real life. Denial of this reality has removed any possibility
of speal^ing to man where he is end thus of ever communicating
truth. Docetic anthropology "is what causes tis to spealc of
*man* and to mean by this the supposedly 'real' who is set
apart from this world and freed from its fixation. "1^ This
is why the real man. who is bound and shackled by the world
does not recognize himself in our sermons. Here is the root
of the boredom vrhich Is evident in many a pew. Thielicke
concludes that the only people docetic preaching can appeal
to is that group, mostly old ladies, vrho are not living
authentic lives.
To illustrate docetic preaching, Thielicke points at
the businessman who has sat through a sermon on love and is
never once directly encountered with his responsibility to
love. The audience was urged to remember the poor, read to
the shut-in, and send money to the starving. After the
service the businessman approached the pastor vrith the fact
that he had not been helpful. Of a philanthropic nature, the
man of the xiorld. naturally helped the needy. This was not
^^Thiellcke, The Troubl e With the Church , p. 2'4.
^^Ibid. , p. 69.
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where his difficulty lay. He was concerned more with hovr he
might express love to a competitor in the "business x>j-orld.
Would love mean slacking his pace to let the weaker man
succeed, or was there another ansvjer? The businessman was
asking for biblical truth to meet him. in the marketplace of
life. 17
This illustra.tion leads to an analysis of the Si tz im
Leben and positive contributions toward a solution. The Si tz
im Leben or "the setting in life" is important to Thielicke
because our age is viewing life from a very different outlook.
In fact, he is of the conviction that "we are entering a new
phase in the history of thought. "^^ After centuries of
controversy, the wise began to inquire as to the Sitz im
Leben of these dogmas. In other words, the relevance of
these dogmas was being questioned. 'With the Reformation, and
later with such men as Lessing and Schleiermacher , Thielicke
says, "It has been the task of theology to demonstrate the
existential relevance of the dogmas and doctrines of the
Church. "�'-9 it is his conviction that this preoccupation is
no longer the case. Rather, m-en are concerned with a very
real present setting in life. Thielicke states that secular
ly ibid. , p. 72.
ISibld. , p. 116.
19ibid. , p. 115.
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ized man, inasmuch as "he is receptive to the question at
all," no longer begins with dogma, but viith the present Sitz
im Leben. For many, the dogmas are no longer "given" but
are completely unreal. Man is now gra.ppling with real
problems whose setting in life is obvious. The preacher is
being called to address contemporary life.
Although the oppression of the setting in life is
obvious to the vrorld, this by no means indicates that men
know what the oppression is asking or saying. Thielicke
feels the proclamation must find its focus at this crucial
point. The messenger must show how the Bible relates to
that oppression of life. Thielicke compares our task to
Jesus' tactics in dealing with those who came with questions.
Jesus never answered directly; rather, He pointed the quest-
loner to the more ba.sic issue involved--the real difficulty.
So for Thielicke, the Gospel must help people to see what
they are really asking an3. what is actually oppressing them.
Not only is there no longer a preoccupation with
dogma, there is now an almost complete Ignorance of Christ
ianity in the world. In a chapter entitled, "The Freedom of
Preaching in the Age of the Masses," Thielicke treats signif
icantly the secular tenor of the present age in Gemiany,21
^^Thielicke, The Trouble Wi th the Church, p. Il6.
2lThlellcke, The Freedom. � of the Christian Man.
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He claims that the masses are almost entirely ignorant of
Christian truths. The language of the Church is no longer
understandable to those outside the gate. The preacher-
professor admits that even preachers who still get crowds
(and they are few) are only getting the few remaining advo
cates of the values of the Christian West. The masses are
both de-Christianized and de-Platonized, The only thing
they recognize as having value is the econom.ic, material
istic utilitarianism; whereas, the world of yesterday and
of antiquity would know at least conceptually V7hat the "Logos
Concept" meant, VJe cannot say so today. This complete
alienation Thielicke observed among city youth refugees
during the War, They came to his catechism classes but did
not even know the Lord's Prayer. They had been living in an
entirely different world.
Not only is the "language of Canaan" foreign to sec
ular man, but his response is now almost solely to external
stimuli. Thielicke observes that post-war youth are only
affected by speech incidentally,
A very enlightening experience for this Lutheran
pastor was to stand on a street corner and listen to the
Salvation Army at work with a group of boys. The service
was geared to the emotions by the use of Gospel songs.
22rbid. , p. 181.
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Though Thielicke does not consider himself a high church man,
yet he got vrhat he termed "liturgical goose pimples. "^3 But
before long he had cause to be ashamed of his reaction, he
felt. The music subdued a "saucy gang" until "one saw
something like redemption shining in eyes that had grown dim
from living on the dark side of life. "24 After someone spoke
to their need, to Thielicke 's amazement, some twenty boys
remained to seek further guidance.
Thielicke is convinced, then, that a ministry to the
emotions is a door which is available to the deepest needs
of a large segment of the secular world.
Two suggestions for the concerned preacher are given
by Thielicke. First, he suggests that groups, like cell-
groups or parent groups, can be instrumental for relevant
preaching. Not only are these an opportunity for burdened
souls but also for the pastor to see the questions and prob
lems those who live in the rough and tumble have. He be
lieves that the docetic character of preaching will quickly
fade when the preacher glimpses the problems of secular man.
He writes: "Here one is compelled to deal with the detail,
the practical concrete issues of life and the Word must
23Thiellcke, The Freedom of the Christian Man, p, 185,
2^Ibid,
become flesh, "25
Secondly, an understanding of ethics is invalus.ble.
The background for his ovrn preaching has been his work
entitled, Theological Ethics, This has provided a confronta
tion with the vj-ay the Word and life relate. "The disaster
of Docetism," he cries, "has arisen from the fact that we
leap from the text into the sermon without having traversed
the field of ethics, "26 gy ethics he is referring to the
interpretation of man's being-in-the-world by "means of
Christian categori es . "27
In summary, the incredibility of the preacher can be
traced both to spiritu^al and theological roots. The preacher
can never be an effective Christian herald unless in all
honesty he lives the life he preaches. The theological root
of the problem is that the preacher has failed to realize he
must speak to man as a being-in-the-world. This necessitates
acknowledging the reality that the secular world no longer
understands the language of the church, nor does it respond
to the traditional national church approach.
If the preacher is willing to face these two problems
25Thielicke, The Trouble With the Church, p. 119.
26rbid. , p. 78.
27lbid.
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there is hope, Hope may immediately lie in an understanding
of the lif e-sltijiation of secular man and of Christian ethics,
II. THE ELEMENT OF INTERPBETATION
A sound approach to biblical preaching must taJse into
consideration the element of interpretation. The interpreter
of the Word of God should be aware that the m-ossage he formu
lates is conditioned by his viewpoint of both Scripture and
history. Each of us comes to the task with certain set
ideas which are the result of a total life orientation.
There are certain assumptions xvhich bias and predetermine
the conclusions arrived at. Because this is apparent, the
study of the interpretation of Scripture and history is
important and valid. The writings of preacher-professor
Helmut Thielicke afford the messenger of God just such an
opportunity.
Unders tand i ng Scripture
In this analysis we consider the three areas of verbal
inspiration, hermeneutics, and myth.
Verbal Inspiration. The .doctrine of verbal inspira
tion has historically loomed large in the theology of ortho
doxy. It has been considered the cornerstone of a sound
theology. Preaching has traditionally found In verbal in
spiration the starting point of interpretation. It is of
17
special interest, then, when one of the outstanding contem
porary preachers rejects this doctrine. Helmut Thielicke
calls verbal inspiration "a fantastic view, "28 ����q;^ unbib-
lical way of thinking. "29
Upon mention of this doctrine, a variety of connota
tions arise. Because of this, it is imperative that we note
the specific m.eaning of this doctrine for Thielicke. Verbal
inspiration is the assumption
that every word of the Bible--many orthodox would say
every letter, indeed every punctuation mark� is inspired
and is therefore binding in character. The id.ea here is
that the men vrho wrote the Bible were only passive will-
less writing instruments. 30
In order to face the inf lamm.atory issue of verbal
inspiration and its concomitant fellow, inerrancy, Thielicke
addresses himself to the question as to whether or not the
Bible and the Word of God are identical. As an astute theo
logian, he realizes that a simple "yes" or "no" answer is
not possible without a discriminatory analysis. Without,
hovrever, giving an extended treatment of this question, he
feels there are two observations which may at least lead us
28Helmut Thielicke, Between Heaven and Earth , trans.
and ed. John W. Doberstein TNew York: Harper and Row Publish
ers, 1965)5 p. 6.
29Helmut Thielicke, Man in God ' s World, trans. John
W. Doberstein (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, I963).
p. 4.
30lbid. , p. 81.
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in the right direction. These, he hopes, will be stepping
stones to a more precise encounter with the whole problem of
Scriptural inspiration.
First, the Holy Scriptures contain "the great acts and
messages of God. "31 Bearing T^itness constitutes the function
which Holy Scripture performs.
Second, the means of com.muni eating these "acts and
messages of God" have been left viith men, chosen of God.
These are the chosen vessels to bear His revelation.
Thielicke has to this point mentioned only the bare
outline upon which he intends to elaborate. He has thus far
placed before us the content of Scripture (the acts and
messages of God) and the instrument for its conveyance (the
chosen man). It is necessary to follow further his dialogue
with the fundamentalist vievrpoint.
In his dialogue vxlth those who hold the "fantastic'-
view, Thielicke wisely realizes they cannot be refuted simply
on a rationalistic basis. For one thing, he does not wish to
embarrass anyone; rather, he wants to help those whom he
feels are bound in fear. Further, it is apparent to him that
the "fantastic" attitude is Inherent in Christianity. It is
even possible when one posits an all -pervading, high over all
God, that a mechanical dictation theory is possible. So one
3lThielicke, Between Heaven and Earth, p. 4.
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cannot simply say your theory is unreasonable, for God's ways
are not always to be explained by mean's reasoning. For this
reason, the author first prefers to stand with the fundament
alist and analyze this doctrine of inspiration from the view
point of faith. It is in this context that he raises his
objections.
Of significance is the fact that such a view "leads
to a. legalistic attitude toward Holy Scripture. The in
consistency of the faith position lies in the acceptance of
the message that I am God's free child and, at the same time,
I am actually practising a slavish obedience. VJith a note of
sarcasm, the professor exclaim.s.
While I claim to be free I am forced to 'repress'
something, forced to interpret and allegorize a meaning
into the obscure passage, because after all, it is God
who has written this . . . . 33
The doctrine in question further hampers a living
faith because it robs one of the right to "distinguish within
the Bible between that which it proclaims to us for our sal
vation and the contemporary means of expression which it
uses to do this, "34 por the experienced theologian, such a
restriction is unthinkable. It is clear to him that inherent
32Thielicke, Between Heaven and Earth , p. 6.
33lbid. , p. 7.
34ibid.
in Scripture are the restrictions which accompany hujsan
thought. The Copernlcan cosm.ology of the biblical writers is
an adequate illustration. The thesis that the message and
the means of expression are identical fails to reckon with
the fact of God's accommodation to man and his historical
processes. God in Christ is just such an accommod.ation,
claims Thielicke,
These two objections from the faith position indicate
what Thielicke begins to reveal as the distinction between
the Bible and the VJord of God. His initial revelation was
that the Bible only contained the acts and messages of God
set down throiigh a chosen man. Now, rather pointedly, he
declares that if one is true to the freedom proclaimed by
the Scripture and the reality that the chosen vessel was a
product of his society, he must conclude that the Bible con
tains both the Word of God, or kerygma, and the tim.e-bound
means of expressing that kerygma. From another context,
Thielicke 's com.ment on this doctrine makes clear the dis
tinction he believes exists between the Bible and what it
contains. He writes: "Such a doctrine would compel me to
accept everything as verbuji Dei,- as kerygma, for no other
reason than that it 'stands there. '"^^
35Helmut Thielicke, "Reflections on Bultmann 's Hermen-
eutic," Expository Times, trans. John Macquarrie (Edinburgh:
T & T Clarke, 38 George Street, February-March, 1956), p. 157.
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Thielicke has further objections to the doctrine of
verbal inspiration. First, "This doctrine is contradictory
to the way vre would rationally conceive of a written document
coming into being. "3^ Second, "The knowledge of how the
biblical texts actually came into being msies it impossible
for us to accept the idea of such an linhistorical dictating
machine. "37 The validity of these two statements for the
argument against verbal inspiration lies, with Thielicke, on
the premise that God in Christ has entered history, thus
sanctioning our involvement in it. It is again inconsistent
to believe that Christ came in the flesh, and at the same
time to deny any real involvement in viewing Him historically.
In other words, God's appearance on the h\man scene expresses
His intention to speak to man in his own language.
Necessary to any adequate interpretation of Scripture,
believes Thielicke, is the realization that the human errant
means of expression is of God's choosing.
In addition to this analysis of verbal inspiration,
let us turn to what Thielicke suggests is the biblical and
thus valid view of inspiration.
The Bible maies no pretense to believe that the
writers vjere automatons. Rather, God uses very ordinary
3^Thielicke, Between Heaven and Earth, p. 9.
37 Ibid.
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men like Isaiah, Amos, and Peter, in vrhom. human qualities are
so obviously evident. With I Corinthians 13:12 as his refer
ence, Thielicke claims:
All of these living men who wrote the Bible knovr, and
say in one form or another, that now they see God only in
a mirror dim_ly but 'then' face to face; that now they know
only in part but that one day they will know him fully
even as he knows them. 38
Peter was no prodigy child and, indeed, was a weak, sinful
man. Yet, God used him to speak of what he had "seen and
heard" (Acts 4:20).
They are children of their times who, therefore,
share the cosmology of their times, but nevertheless
have citizenship in heaven (Ephesians 2:19) and thus are
not of this world which represents itself in this or
that cosmology. 39
The author insists that men like Paul knew of their
own fallibility, yet insisted that God, in His grace, used
them as His instruments. Indicative of this is the state
ment of Paul to the effect that his words were not always
those of the Lord (I Corinthians 7:12).
In conclusion, Thielicke writes:
The Word of God, not only the Word made flesh in
Christ but also the written Word of God, has its
'servant forEi' just as surely as God com.mitted Plis sav
ing truth to mortal sinners and men with limited, though
38Helmut Thielicke, Man in God ' s World_, trans. John
W. Doberstein (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, I963), p. 82.
39ibid. , p. 81.
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consecrated capacities .^^
Hermeneutics . Hermeneutics is defined as "the art or
science of interpretation."^! Professor Robert A. Traina of
Asbury Theological Seminary has made a distinction between
the singular and plural forms of this word. The former con
cerns the principles underlying the techniques of interpre
tation, while the latter has reference to the various tech
niques involved in the science of interpretation. Professor
Helmut Thielicke traces the word back to the Greek verb
hermieneuein, "to understand something" or "making som.ething
understood. "^2 does not make the distinction between the
plural and singular forms; he himself employs the plural.
When he speaks of hermeneutics, he does not appear to be
observing any demarcation betx^een methodology and principle.
In this study the singular form is employed except where
Thielicke uses the plural.
Thielicke 's analysis of the sub ject
-
begins with
Rudolph Bultmann and culminates in the elements of his own
hermeneutic. The Marburg professor's distinctive lies in
his hermeneutical principle of "pre-understanding.
" After
^Qlbid. , p. 82.
^1d. D. Runes (ed.). Dictionary of Philosophy (New
Jersey: Littlefield, Adams and Co., 196o7, p.l2o.
^2Thielicke, Between Heaven and Earth, p. 39.
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criticism of this aspect, Thielicke presents his ovm
"interim" and "spiritual" hermeneutic,.
It is Bultmann' s conviction that no one comes to
Scripture tabuJLa rasa. One brings to every text a hermen
eutical principle of "pre-understanding," But for Bu.ltmann,
this "pre-understanding" is more than what is commonly
termed presupposition. According to Thielicke, Bultmann' s
"pre-understanding" actually becomes a prejudgment of what
"may legitimately be entitled kerygma. "^3 in other words,
anything running contrary to his modern world view is dis-
regard.ed and therefore claimed non-kerygmatic . Thielicke
likens this "pre-understanding" to a sieve through which the
kerygma passes. Only that which can become the content of
a "self -understanding" passes through as kerygma. It is this
"pre-understanding" which allows Bultmann to consider the
miraculous resurrection as mierely a symbol of what the cross
meant. Any lack of facticity does not concern Bultmann, for
the purpose of the ker7/gma is to change my "self-understanding"
and work a work in my consciousness. Such a "pre-understand
ing," writes the critic, "is a normative principle foreign to
the Bible which works as a criterion brought in from the
^3Thielicke, "Reflections on Bultmann' s Hermeneutic,"
p. 157.
^^Ibld. . p. 156.
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outside. "'^5 It refuses to reckon with "the possibility that
the Biblical text examines me."^^ Bultmann has, thereby,
erected criteria through which the texts of Scripture are not
allowed to pass.
After examining the Bultmannlan principle, the critic
concludes that there can be no such thing as a hermeneutical
principle in the Bultmannlan sense, A principle, by defin
ition, denotes "the timeless neutral state of a point of view
and this is precisely what cannot be. There is no standpoint,
no point of view 'outside' which can remain untouched and
unmodified in the history of faith. "^"^
Helmut Thielicke declares there can only be a prin
ciple in a "heuristic or interim form. "^8 this he means
that we must always be ready to correct our assumptions after
exposure to the text. He exclaims, "Only as I let myself
both question and be put in question by the text do I tal^e
the historical object seriously . "^9
The Sermon on the Mount illustrates the necessity for
^5iMd.
^6 Ibid. , p. 157.
^7Thielicke, Between Heaven and Earth, p. 49-
^SThlelicke, "Reflections on Bultmann's Hermeneutic,"
p. 175.
^9rbid. , p. 157.
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an Interim hermeneutic and the illegitimacy of Bultmann's
"pre-understanding." The presupposition behind the Sermon
on the Mount, according to Thielicke, is that we came from
God intact and we are expected to return likewise. Now the
reaction to such a demand is always negative. Even though I
feel I "ought," yet I know I cannot. Thus the unconditional
demands of the Sermon, which I admit are beyond my power,
"constitute a premise vrhich is alien to the moral conscious
ness vrhich it cannot arrive at by itself and therefore trans
cends its presuppositions. "50
To presume, as Bultmann does, that the kerygma rings
a bell in my pre-understanding and thus becomes valid, is to
neglect the Scriptural thrust that the "Word in which the
Spirit works, produces its own hearers and thus a new
creation takes place. "^1
The mention of the work of the Spirit and a nevr
creation gives introduction to what Thielicke refers to as a
"spiritual" hermeneutic. It is at this very point that he
feels Bultmann has erred most seriously. Although Bultmann
will examine the text, he does not give the Spirit the
opportunity to examine him in turn. The absence of the
50Thielicke, Betvreen Heaven and Earth, p. 52.
51Thielicke, "Reflections on Bultmann's Hermeneutic,"
P. 157.
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doctrine of the Holy Spirit in his teaching is indicative of
the problem. From such an error the author warns all who
approach Scripture.
As a warm hearted pastor, Thielicke relates that side
of hermeneutics he considers of greatest significance for the
preacher. He introduces the spiritual aspect through the
historian VJilhelm Dllthey. Dilthey stated that only
analogues can understand each other. That is, only m.an can
understand man, and likewise only God can understand God.
Although man was made in the image of God, he forfeited any
likeness at the time of the Fall. Because of this, the
analogousness betvreen God and man has been broken and no
longer is the "natural" man capable of thinlcing God's
thoughts, A decisive event must occur from outside of m.an if
this analogy is to be restored even in part. If man is to
Tinderstand the Word and the mighty acts of God, the analogy
to God. "must be restored in a new act of creaction, "52 Through
the Holy Spirit the Gospel has the povrer to effect this "nevr
creation," The "new creation" vievrs the vrorld from an
entirely different standpoint; one that is in relation to the
will and mind of God, Never, hovrever, can this be the result
of man's effort. It is unique to the Word and the Holy
�^^Thielicke, Betvreen Heaven and Earth,' p. 42.
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Spirit. That is why the prs.yer before the sermon is imper
ative. Thielicke x^rrites, "Understanding is dependent u.pon
conditions for which the preacher can only pray. "53 The
change xThlch he has emphasized, may occur again and again to
the interpreter who comes with an openness to the Scriptural
message. Each time he is overtaken by the message his whole
hermeneutical perspective is changed because there are things
he now und-erstands which he never could before. It is this
continual process which precludes anything but an interim
hermeneutic,
Thielicke directs us to the Apostle Paul xv^ho carries
us a step beyond Dilthey in the hermeneutical process. In
I Corinthians 2:9-11, Paul suggests the analogousness between
men and the idea that the things of God are known only by the
Spirit of God. He who "searcheth all things, yea, the deep
things of God," is the very Spirit of God (I Corinthians 2:10,
ASV). With Paul, .Thielicke joyfully exclaims, "The Holy
Spirit who enlightens us is none other than God himself. In
him and through him we become partalc;ers of that which God
himself knows about himself. "5^
Evident in the professor's thinlcing is the conviction
that the doctrine of the Holy Spirit and, thus, a "spiritual"
53ibid. , p. 44.
54ibld. , p. 42.
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hermeneutic, is pivotal for a true understanding of Scripture.
In his discussion of herm.eneutic Professor Thielicke
has been concerned rather exclusively with the foundational
rather than the methodological. He has concluded that the
exegete of Scripture proceeds most wisely when established
upon an interim and a spiritual hermeneutic. The interim
hermeneutic, though not denying the point of view from which
the exegete most naturally begins, stresses the cruciality
of openness to a nevr and fresh message. The spiritual
hermeneutic reminds one of the g\ilf fixed between the thinlc-
ing of God and man, which can onJ.y be bridged by the Spirit
of God.
Myth . The contemporary pre-occupatlon with the rele
vance of the Christian proclamation originated m.any centuries
ago with the appearance of the scientific world view.
A
recent manifestation of the old tension between science and
revelation exists in the work of Rudolph Bultmann. Strongly
dominated by the m.odem world view, he attempted to relieve
the tension by stripping the ancient Scriptures of outdated
elements. He proposed that the Bible can only become con
temporary when stripped of mythology. This ra.dical proposal
from within the Church generated both a storm of criticism
and a new concern for communicating with modern man. Helmut
Thielicke, critic and concerned preacher, suggests that a
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continuing study of the problem is of vital importance for
the modem interpreter of Scripture. His writings afford an
excellent opportunity to come to a constructive understanding
of the temporal, human, or mythological side of the Bible.
Before any attempt at a concentrated study of
Thielicke' s views, a foundational knowledge of the term
"myth" is necessary. The obscurity and confusion associated
with myth can be traced, at least in part, to the lack of
precise definition. The writer has observed that for many
the use of the term immediately generates a negative attitude.
Whether this is valid or not can only be decid-od after more
knowledge has been attained.
A variety of definitions is associated with the word
according to its etymological development. The Oxford
English Dictionary traces the word back to the Greek term
^a)0o^^ The reference was to "a purely fictitious narrative
usually involving supernatural persons, actions or events and
embodying some popular idea concerning natural or historical
phenomena. "-55 As opposed to allegory or legend, myth had no
foundation in an historical happening.
The Nexi Testament writers, had similar definitions of
the word. Myth is opposed to history (II Peter 1 :l6 , tTrdrrTcLL )
55"Myth," The Oxford. English Dictionary (Oxford: The
Clarendon Press, 1933), VI, p. 818.
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and to truth (II Timothy 4:4; Titus 1 :4, a\*>l a ). It is
also contrary to divine teaching (l Timothy 1:4, OiKoi^o/ULd
^eoT? ) and true godliness (I Timothy 4:?, ^'^''^'^e '(3<s-LrL ). it is
G. Stahlin's strong contention that the Church, "insofar as
it is true to itself, accepts this judgment th^t myth is
untrue and consequently of no religious value, "5^
According to the Dictionary of Philosophy , the term
originally referred to "the legends of God concerning cos-
mogonlcal or cosmological questions. Later, a fiction pre
sented as historically true but lacking factual basis. "57
Undoubtedly, this later view is responsible for the
meaning biblical writers gave to myth. They were reacting
to that which claimed for itself truth, yet had no support
in history. The contemporary use of the word, is a far cry
from that of the New Testament authors, J. K. Feibleman
states that myth refers to "the truth symbolically or
effectively presented. "58 Thus, myth is seen as necessary
to escape the limitations of human language. G, Stahlin
5^G. Stahlin (ed.), "Muthos," The Theological Diction
ary of the New Testament, trans. G. W. Bromiley (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: vm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 19^7),
iv; p. 765.
57d. D, Runes (ed,). Dictionary of Philosophy (New
Jersey: Littlefield, Adams and Co., 19657, p. 203
58 Ibid.
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concurs with this when he writes:
Myth may have the dignity of supreme religious value.
Basic here is the judgment that life can only be ex
pressed in terms of 'myth' when the natural and super
natural meet . . . ,-59
In the developmental process, "myth" appears to have
made the radical change from what refers to a story with no
factual basis, to that form of language by which super
natural mysteries become understandable. Both of these
meanings will occur in the course of this study.
Of importance at this point is Thielicke 's analysis of
the initiator of the mythological question, Rudolph Biiltmann.
Though a critic of Bultmann, the author by no means writes
him off. Rather, Bultmann grapples with a problem which
Thielicke considers significant.
At the outset, the Hamburg theologian encounters
Bultmann's neglect of the historical basis of the biblical
account. From this basis the divergence of the thinking of
these two scholars can be viewed.
Thielicke can agree with Bultmann when he talks of the
existence of myth in the Bible. Also, he believes the per
manent truths of Scripture cannot be reached by subtracting
the mythological element. Subtraction is far beyond our
ability, because kerygma and myth are too intimately inter-
59stahlin, "Muthos," p. 764.
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twined. With Bultmann, he contends, our task must rather be
to interpret myth.
As Thielicke views it, Bultmann is searching for an
important truth, for the existential meaning, the valid
timeless message for all ages. The search of the Marburg
professor, hovrever, tal^es a much different direction. He is
searching for a new "self -understanding, " a change in his
"self -consciousness ,
" which results from the "self-
understanding" possessed by the biblical writer. The problem
is that "the event in the process of revelation is not an
objective reality. "60 jtq other words, the "self-
unders tand ing" is not dependent upon a historical event at
all. In Bultmann's theology, the only real event is the
change or new understanding that occurs in the human self-
consciousness. Thielicke takes issue at this point for he is
of the conviction that the history recorded in the Bible is
"the event per excellence, quite apart from our subjective
consciousness."^! The question arises as to why Bultmann.
refuses to consider the facticity of revelation. Thielicke
traces this back to a philosophical world view. The Marburg
professor maintains that our world is "a closed system
60Thielicke, "The Restatement of New Testament Myth
ology," p. 147.
^llbid;, p. 148.
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determined by the laws of cause and effect, and any Idea of
intervention ab extra necessarily implies a mythical world
view which is no longer tenable. "^2
Herein lies the reason for Bultmann's view that the
Gospel narratives were the product of dreams and visions. He
contends, nonetheless, that these were real and meaningful
experiences to the biblical writers. ^3 The objectifying of
the supernatural date obtained throu^gh dreams and visions, is
the myth of the New Testament. Myth, for the Marburg
professor, is the language form which attempts to realize
transcendental truth. It follows that the attempt to get
behind this form to the "self -understanding" of those early
vrriters is "demythologizing. "
Because the professor at Hamburg stands for the his
toricity of the New Testament narratives, his concept of myth
and "demythologizing" differs considerably. To begin, myth
always has a basis in history. It is tied to some real
event. History plays an important role in Thielicke 's view
of Scripture. Further, he considers myth as the form through
which divine truth is conveyed. This form "employs subjective
^2ibid. , p. 152.
63lbid.
^^Thielicke, "Reflections on Bultmann's Hermeneutic,"
p. 177.
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means derived from the human imagination to describe a
reality which utterly transcends consciousness and which
possesses an objectivity in its ovm right , . . ."65
The Hamburg preacher-professor believes this language
form is not a foreign mode, even in a modern day. In our
scientific age, myth is present. It must be, believes
Thielicke, because there is no other way of expressing "the
inner side of things. "66 Although science and myth are most
often seen as incompatible, they are rather complementary
modes of expressing traith. J. J. Bachofen expresses
Thielicke* s sentiment that mythology is really the only
adequate means of expressing religious truth. He virites:
The symbol addresses every side of the human spirit
whereas the language of abstraction is boiAnd to confine
itself to a single thought. The sym.bol strikes a chord
in the very depths of the soul, whereas the language of
abstraction touches only the surface of the mind like a
passing breeze ... .6?
If this is true it is also true that Bultmann's effort
to replace the mythical view of the world with a scientific
one is absurd. Such an accomplishment could only serve to
obscure the message, for scientific language is an inferior
mode of expressing religious truth. The desire to establish
^�5'Thielicke, "The Restatement of New Testament Myth
ology," p. 160.
66ibld. , p. 158.
^7lbid., p. 159.
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the message on the modern scientific view. is not only absurd,
it is quite lm.possible. This is so because the mythical form
of language is inextricably bound to the message.
At this point, the question arises of God's judgment
in using what is known to be an erroneous vrorld view for con
veying His tr-uth. The Hamburg professor exclaims that the
answer is rather evident. It vras that very world vievr which
was so w^ell suited to the element of transcendence. Our age
is quite the contrary. There is really no piace for trans
cendence in our vrorld view. Bultmann is an eloquent illus
tration of that fact. The author feels that the earlier
world view into vrhich Jesus came was somehow connected vrith
the "fullness of time." An age which thought in terms of a
three-storied universe was peculiarly well adapted to the
transcendent thought of earth, heaven and. hell. The great
ness is expressed in His willingness tc accomodate Himself to
man's history and use that means for the fullest expression
of His plan,
Helmut Thielicke considers myth to have an historical
basis, to be the highest means of expressing spiritual truth,
and to-be complementary to and not incompatible with science.
V/hile remaining a temporary mode of expression, world view
becomes a particularly useful instrument to convey- trans
cendental reality.
Having said all this, the author wishes to malce us
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aware of the different types of myth. This Biiltmarji failed
to do and Thielicke feels it is necessary for those who deal
directly vrith the text.
In his contribution to the book, Kerygma and Myth, the
Hamburg professor indicates tvro categories. First, "There
are myths which contain transcendental truth, and which are
therefore absolutely indispensable. "68 Illustrations of this
type of myth can be found in the Creation and Fall chronicles.
Second, "There are myths which are pictorial explanations of
certain facts of history. "*^9 The Virgin Birth and
Resurrection narratives amply illustrate this type. A later
article published in The Expository Tim,es makes a further
distinction. Myth can be seen "as an ideological kerygm.a. "70
Here, the author points to the tendency of myth to contain a
temporary vrorld view. He contends that vrhile often erroneous
it does not affect the truth of the message proclaimed. Also,
there exists "single elements of mythical picture language. "71
Thielicke suggests that the original writers took the mythical
68Thielicke, "The Restatement of Nevr Testament Myth
ology," p. l6l.
^^ibid. , p. 162.
70Thielicke, "Reflections on Bultmann's Hermeneutic,"
p. 177.
71ibid.
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elements of their day, divested them of their original con
tent, and used them to enhance the pictorial explanation.
Thus, he can say that the Bible had its own built-in system
of demythologizing, by which myths were freed "from the
kerygm.a they contained. "72 The process is similar to that by
which language took over the logos concept and used it in the
service of God. Thielicke is at a loss, however, to explain
where and hov; far this was carried out by the biblical writers,
Also, no examples a.re suggested for our perusal. These two
added distinctions of myth may be subsumed under the first
two categories, respectively.
After such a classification is made, and it will never
be a simple matter, the major problem of demythologizing
still remains. Thielicke points to the issue when he writes:
The fundamental problem posed by demythologizing is,
what elements in the New Testament revelation (and
supposedly the whole Bible) are 'temporary' and what are
'eternal,' what are 'human' and what are 'divine' , . . .73
The task of the interpreter, then, is fundamentally
one of discerning where the husk ends and where the kernel
begins. Thielicke exclaim.s that this really is the im.portant
task. However, every attempt to find the demarcation line
72ibid.
73Thiellcke, "The Restatement of New Testament Myth
ology," p. 156.
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"comes up against a barrier which has been put there by God,
and beyond which it dare not ask any more questions."?^
The dilemma of m.yth has now been stated. It cannot be
extracted from the kerygma because it is a permanent mode of
thought; Bultmann's scientific world cannot be sub
stituted because it is inadequate; and, finally, the search
for the divine and human elements will never be completely
successful, 'VJTiile a dilemma exists, there is a genius in
mythology that is particularly glorious for the interpreter.
Its genius lies in the fact that an all-emibracing view is
provided vrhich vrould be impossible aside from symbolic
language. For example, the myth of the Fall, Inherent in
its syTabolism is "every conceivable aspect of the reality of
sin, vrhich could be made explicit only in an infinite series
of theses and experiences . "75
The preacher's task, then, must be to particularize in
light of the specific needs of the hour. The message of the
"then" m.ust be brought into the "here and now." Particularly
suited to this are the mythical stories of the Bible.
Understanding History
At the outset of the concluding section, a rationale
7^Ibid. , p. 157.
75rbid. , p. 173.
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for its inclusion as a foundational element m.ust be given.
The question arises as to whether or not Thielicke' s view of
history is foundational to his preaching. Does his view of
history inform his preaching, or is it the result of sermon
izing? I believe both questions must be considered.
It is evident that this biblically based preacher
endeavored to discover in the ancient texts a philosophy of
history. Hovrever, an analysis of his sermons on the subject
in question vrill provide ample evidence that his understand
ing of history is not the product of direct biblical expos
ition. Scripture does not give us a systematic explanation
of the mystery of history. Thielicke 's understandin^g of
history is rather a philosophical compilation of the con
tributions of Scripture and experience.
The "interim" hermeneutic applies at this point.
Although Thielicke uses his philosophical powers, he always
does so in the light of Scripture. He allows Holy VJrit to
correct his pre-suppositlons vrherever possible. In other
words. Scripture always tempers that understanding of history
which is ne-ver clearly and definitely spelled out in the
Bible, It is the conclusion of this writer that the under
standing of history for Helmut Thielicke is an element which
directly informs much of his sermon preparation.
The three areas to be examined, contributory to the
author's understanding of history are, vrorld picture and world
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view, fate and providence, and freedom and bondage.
V/orld picture and world view. These first two con
cepts suggest the attempt by m.an to understand his world.
World picture is the term, used to denote man's search to
explain scientifically the total structure of the imlverse.
It is a valid approach but is limited to the physical le^rel.
World view, on the other hand, is more directly concerned
with the spiritual aspect of m.an's existence in time. It
endeavors "to tell us something about the ultimate meaning
of life and the world. ..76 The im-pll cations of this search
are twofold. First, it implies that only as man can see his
life in the context of some ultimate meaning does he really
act purposefully. The very zest for living depends largely
upon whether or not one believes that history is going some
where. Second, it implies that onl^ as man sees his life
subsumed under one guiding principle, does he find meaning in
life. Not only must the world be going somewhere, it must be
ruled by someone.
When one speaks of world view, he is including all of
man's best effort to realize the twofold implication of the
term. Men have grappled for centuries with the destiny of the
human race. What does this earthly existence mean? Is world
y^Thielicke, Man in God's World, p. 35.
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history taking us to a goal? Is there a "hand" working in
history? Hegel, the philosopher of idealism, conjectured
that history contains an inner logic. It was his opinion that
there is meaning in history. On the other hand, a Jewish
philosopher, Theodor Lessing, could say that "history is
only a conglomeration of accidents and thus a confused chaos
without reason, goal or meaning. ����77
Thielicke refers to rationalism, biology and racism as
typical of the attempts of the "isms" to unify life and give
it ultimate m.eanlng. He believes the error here lies in the
elevation of one aspect of life to the position of God. He
states, "The Creator is constantly being defined in terms
of something that was created."'^'-'
The preacher-professor's criticism of the historical
world views is based upon their divergence from God. Turning
from this banlcrupt understanding of history, he announces his
faith in what he considers to be the "hand" and goal that
unifies all of history. He states the premise upon vrhich he
stands as follows:
The one enormous fact is that this Creator, the Lord
of heaven and earth actually exists and that Christ
stands at the beginning and the end of history. That
means that we are not wandering about in a hopeless maze
with no way out, surrounded by the dark, mysterious
77lbid. , p. 134.
78 Ibid. , p. 37.
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forces of fate. 79
It is this God, according to Thielicke, vfao enters time and
calls men to Himself. Those who respond in sim.ple trust find
in Him life's meaning.
Thielicke has presented a general view of history. A
solid foimd.a,tion has been laid upon the Creator-Father-God
who assures meaning in this life and ultim.ate triiunph to
those who place their trust in Him.
Fate and providence . In his understanding of history,
to which he gives the supreme place to God, Thielicke reveals
as contradictory fate and providence. It is his observation
that on the one hand "history has in it too much sense to be
lightly dismissed," while on the other hand, "it has too much
nonsense for us to be able to deduce from it a purposeful
providence that guides us." The contradiction is testified
to time and again. In his homeland Thielicke observed that
the liquor establishment went ixnharmed while the neighboring
sanctuary fell victim to the bombs. However, as soon as one
says, "There is no sense, no providence?" there comes the
realization that there is something more than sheer caprice
in history. At times, sense and order are evidenced in the
world. For instance, there is a world ord.er that follows
79Thiellcke, Man in God' s World , p. 45.
the proverb, "Pride goeth before a fall." There are other
contradictions of fate and providence which defy human
explana,tion. While acquisition is known to be the result of
application, some freak of fate may prematurely snatch the
reward anticipated.
. There is, then, both a m.eaning and a meaninglessness
in history to the natural man, concludes Thielicke. Thus, he
writes, "It is impossible for our natural observation to
break through to an assured, demonstrable concept of
Providence , "80 VJhen Christians talk about providence,
exclaims Thielicke, they cannot declare God as the cause of
every event. Instead, we must admit the contradictions are
impossible to resolve. It is then we declare a belief in
"the hidden God whose ways we cannot fathom. "81
On the other hand, the author holds to a personal God
in whom the mystery can be viewed. The mystery of providence
and thus of history finds its explanation only in the "higher
thou^ts of God that determine his personal decisions . "82
The freedom of God dictates that there cannot exist a system.
of providence. There is alvrays the element of unpredicta
bility in God. Thielicke compares this to decisions in the
^Qlbid. , p. 135.
Q^Ibid. , p. 137.
82ibid. , p. 138.
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human realm. It may be possible to know ahead of time hov7 an
individual will behave in a given si taxation , The truth of
the matter is, however, the individual's power of choice
makes highly probable action that may be contrary to what was
expected, Tru.e understanding, according to the professor,
can only com.e to the one who enters into a personal relation
ship with Christ. He writes, ". , . because I learn to know
his heart in Christ and because I trust him, I am no longer
irritated by the dark and impenetrable parts of his provi
dence . "� 3
The element of providence and fate can only be under
stood in terms of God's freedom. That which appears to be
the enigma and mystery of history is really only the "higher
thoughts" of the Lord of the universe. Meaning is only to
be realized in a simple child-like trust in the goodness of
the Father.
Freedom and bondage . In order to understand history,
one must consider two of its most important dimensions,
freedom and bondage. By the dimension of bondage, Thielicke
draws attention to the reality of man's fallen condition. He
is, by nature, a creature vrho is boimd to history in innum
erable ways. The ongoing of time, as well as such factors
^Thielicke, Man in God ' s World, p. I38.
as sex, family and status, dictate that he is destined to
live vjithin certain limitations. However, there is a way in
which man is free. His is the freedom of choosing, and the
question arises as to how he will use that freedom. Will he
use his talents and time for good or evil? In what way will
his life be directed? These are areas his freedom allows him
to determine.
Inherent in these two dimensions, claims Thielicke,
are two questions. He notes: "toly by starting with these
. . . can the m.ystery of all hum^an history be fathomed. "^4
The dimension of bondage directs us to the question,
"VJhence?" Because of the bondage, the factors over which I
have no control and yet which determine so much of my life,
I cry out for an explanation of where I have come from into
this present time and place. The dimension of freedom asks a
different question, "Whither?" and "To xvhat end?"85 In other
words, "What am I going to do with that place in life which
has been given me?" The author summarizes the content of
these questions as follows:
Vfhence am I what I am, and for what purpose am I here,
what am I going to do with myself and my 'being as it
"^Ibid. . p. 152.
85Helmut Thielicke, Christ and the Meanin g of Life,
trans. J. V7. Doberstein (New York: Harper and' Row, Publishers
1962), p. 15.
4?
is'? life, my history, swings betvreen these tvro
poles. 80
These tvro questions, hovrever, are not found on man's
lips as often as another. The question, '"why?" is often
asked by those who in frustration cry out for some rhym.e or
reason to what happens to them.
'
The Hamburg preacher-
professor is of the opinion that this is a non-biblical way
of putting things. VJhen Jesus' disciples asked vrhy the man
vras bom blind (John 9:1-3) � Jesus siiggested. they were asking
the vrrong question. His ansvrer vras the poor man's blindness
served the purpose "that the vrorks of God should be made
manifest" (John 9:3* ASV). The question to be aslced is, "To
what end and for vrhat purpose has this burden been sent to
me?"87
It is Thielicke' s opinion that the only correct way
"to describe history ... is to be led by the question,
�Whence?' (from God) and the question, 'Whither?' (to God)
. . . ."88 These are the tvro poles between vrhich the histor
ical process is enacted. History is only to be understood by
the person vrho asks whence he comes and vrhy he is here.
In order to complete the cycle of reasoning, Thielicke
��Thlelicke, Man in God's World, p. 157.
87Thielicke, Christ and the Meaning of Life, p. 12.
88Thielicke, Man in God' s World, p. 157.
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reveals one further c"2nj.cial element of history. He writes
that "all history is in the last analysis history of meeting
and being called, "89 But any meeting with God necessitates
that the subject accept the two questions, "Vflience?" and
"VJhither?" In other words, both the restrictions and freedom
in time must be accepted from Him and' for His use. The call
of God, then, comes as it did to a Jeremiah and an Isaiah to
be the child of the Father in heaven. The realization of
what man was created to be in history can then take place.
The problem, of meaning in history, concludes Thielicke,
can only be resolved upon asking the right questions and
answering the call to be God's children.
Under "V/orld View and VJorld Picture," the Hamburg
professor indicated that man is ever questing for the "some
one" and the "somewhere," Man asks if there is someone
directing the course of history and if there is an ultimate
goal toward which he is directed. Only in God, concludes
the professor, can man find the meaning for which he searches.
The study of "Fate and Providence," revealed Thielicke's
belief that natural man canjiot explain the mystery of history
which the contra.dictions of fate and providence present.
There is no system by which man explains the occurrences of
89lbid., p. 162.
history. Only as he becomes the child of God does man
approach the mysteries of history which are written in the
"higher thoughts" of God.
The concluding portion, on "Freedom and Bondage,"
again directed us to the Heavenly Father in whom alone is
realized the fulfillment and peace man craves.
CHAPTEH III
FOUNDATIONAL ELEMENTS IN PRACTISE
It is the purpose of this chapter to illustrate the
extent to which the foundational elements in theory are
discoverable in practise. Only those- elements which can be
specifically dociimented from Helmut Thielicke's published
sermons will appear. The illustrs.tive materials will focus
upon the two general areas: the element of credibility, and
the element of interpretation.
I. THE ELEMENT OP CREDIBILITY
The object of this section is to illustrate Tnielicke's
ephasis upon the spiritual and theological roots of credibil
ity. It was discovered that the preacher must honestly be
living the life he declares. Also, the preacher must under
stand the problem of Docetism and learn to speak to the needs
of man as he is engaged in the world.
The spiritual qualifications of the herald are given a
great deal of attention in Thielicke's writings. He is con
vinced that without this dimension, preaching is fruitless.
This, of course, is a very subjective element and illustratior
proves difficult. However, there are several factors
that
give insight into the spiritual stature, of this oustanding
preacher.
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First J note the spiritual power of his sermons. With
almost unbelievable regiaarity the reader is arrested by the
great spiritual insight of the preacher. Further, Thielicke's
record as a chaplain speaks well for his spiritual qualifica
tions. While war raged in his land, he carried on a gracious
pastoral ministry to a despairing people. As a part of this
ministry, his sermons preached over a three year period were
sent out hand written as pastoral letters to the boys in the
front line trenches.
There is an illustration that will help to depict the
genuine spiritual dynamic of this pastoral giant. In his
colossal series on the Genesis accounts, the Hamburg preacher
refers to a life-situation incident in which he was intimately
involved during the Second World. War. An antiaircraft
station situated, close to the Thielicke home vras manjied by
some very young boys. These boys pled vrith authorities until
consent was given them to receive religious instruction from
Pastor Thielicke. As their shepherd, he went to them
regularly and talked about the meaning of life and "last
things." Eventually, the inevitable happened and he was
called, to the station. One of the fathers had been visiting
his son vrhen an air attack came. As the boy manned his gun,
the father was struck by the bullets of a low flying aircraft
and died. Very simply, yet graphically, Thielicke tells of
his involvement:
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They [the boys! were completely broken up and they
looked to someone older for protection from a world
whose dark enigma had suddenly leaped upon them for the
first time. I spoke some words of comfort to them,
though I myself felt utterly helpless. 1
There breathes through all of his sermons the same
concern and tenderness indicated here. The mention of his
feeling of helplessness does not indicate inarticulateness;
rather, it is an illustration of the honesty and genuineness
indispensable for preaching credibility. Often, he refuses
to give the quick, trite, easy answers, knowing they do not
meet man's deepest longing for meaning.
Vitally linked to credibility is the problem of
Docetism. The Hamburg preacher feels effective preaching
rests largely on a view of man. Man cannot be isolated from
his world. Because of this, the herald must address man in
relation to his worldly environment. In preparation for this
task, Thielicke wrote his Theological Ethics . He is con
vinced credibility springs from the desire and capability to
speak to the life situation.
An example of his involvement comes from the sermon,
"The Parable of the Dishonest Stex^ard.." The setting is a
familiar one (Luke l6:l-9). Finding himself in a sudden
dire predicament, the steward makes preparation for his
�'-Helmut Thielicke, How the World Began , trans. J. VJ.
Doberstein (Philadelphia; Muhlenberg Press, I96I), p. 122.
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future security by dishonest means. Jesus states that this
child of the world, though dishonest, is wiser than "the
children of light." The admonition concluding the parable is:
"Make to yourself friends by means of the mammon of unright
eousness; that when it shall fall they may receive you into
eternal tabernacles" (Liike l6:9, ASV).
In Thielicke's exposition of the parable, the dilemma
of the dishonest stex\''ard is not unlike the difficult ethical
situations in which today's businessman finds him.self. The
difference is only one of degree. In today's dilemma, the
distinction between right and wrong is not as sharply evident
as in the parable. No less- needful, however, is the practical
wisdom of the steward.. To illustrate, Thielicke relates a
typical conscience conflict situation. The businessman dis
covers certain tax laws to be more a hindrance than a help to
business. If he does not find somie way to escape these
burdensome laws, his employees and ultima.tely
"
the state will
suffer. The cushion of capital needed to operate efficiently
and progressively is prohibited by problematic tax laws. His
situation is not as black and white as that of the dishonest
steward, but, contends Thielicke, the necessity for a decision
is as real. What will his decision be? The implication is
that in this situation the wise steward should act, in behalf
of the greatest good.
It is the author's conviction that the preacher's task
is to help the world in just such dilemmas. He feels the
widespread disenchantment with God and the Church can be
traced to lack of involvement in the ethically difficult
questions of conscience. One could preach from the parable
some very nice things about faithfulness in stewardship, but
this would not be touching the area where man lives.
Thielicke admonishes the herald in these words:
If he never dares to touch on certain topics because
they are unusual in the pulpit and may perhaps be shock
ing, he simply leaves these troubled consciences behind
without giving them any help and makes himself guilty of
a false and pusillanimous kind of edification that does
no more than create a flutter in the pious flesh. 2
II. THE FJLEI'IENT OF INTERPRETATION
Two subjects are dealt with here, namely "understand
ing Scripture" and "understanding history."
Understanding Scripture
According to Helmut Tniellcke, biblical interpreta
tion must receive the preacher's most diligent study. He
dismisses the verbal inspiration theory as "fantastic" and
"unbibllcal. " A more sane approach is to take into consid
eration the human element Involved. As an historical doc
ument, the Bible contains the results of fallen man's falli
bility.
^Helmut Thielicke, The Waiting Father, trans. J. W.
Doberstein (New lork: Harper and Brothers, 1959), P. 99-
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Through further study of Thielicke's view of inter
pretation, it was discovered that both an "interim" and a
"spiritual" hermeneutic were important in the approach to
the ancient texts. Underlying this view is the fact that man
cannot of himself adequately Interpret Scripture. Thus, it
is necessary for him both to ma.ke his approach by the illum
ination of the Holy Spirit and the text. This concept of
hermeneutic is related closely to myth. Myth, which requires
interpretation, can best be approached via this hermeneutic
that is God centered. In order to illustrate Thielicke's
interpretation of Scripture, his treatment of myth will
provide a sufficient example.
Myth was divided by the author into two categories.
First, it is an indispensable vehicle for the transmission of
transcendental truth. There is generally the element of
world view attached to this category.
Second, myth can be a pictorial explanation of histor
ical facts. In addition, there are elements employed in
God's service which have been divested of their original
content.
Illustration of the transmittal of transcendental
truth can be seen in sermons from both the Old and New
Testaments. An example is given in his treatment of the
Resurrection narratives of the New Testament. It is these
narratives, claims Thielicke, that are models of "the
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indirect and discreet vray in which the Bible indicates an
event which cannot really be described in words. "3
Before dealing vrith this point in detail, it is nec
essary to notice the emphasis upon historicity. In the
sermon, "Time and Eternity," he suggests that without an
historical resurrection the events of Good Friday would have
been futile. VJithout it "the one great experiment in which
One entered the lists against death and the devil, against
suffering and fate, on behalf of his brethren, would have
failed,"^ The importance of the resurrection, however, does
not lie in its historicity. In fact, the accounts do not
really indicate how it happened. Only the effect it had on
the disciples is explicit. Preceding the event they were
cast in gloom. Following it, they were the possessors of a
new faith. It is by this faith the young church grew.
But, says Thielicke, "The empty tomb did not bring
the disciples to faith;" rather, "they suddenly saw that all
the words and acts of Jesus pointed to the fact that death
could not hold him. "5 The author states that these "words
3Helmut Thielicke, The Silence of God, trans. G. W.
Brom-iley (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, I962), p. 80.
^Ibid. , p. 78.
5lbid. . p. 83.
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and acts" which they had heard and seen in the years preced
ing the resurrection, actually kindled the spark of faith.
The question relevant to the twentieth century is, "How do
we attain to Easter certainty?" This certainty does not
come, claims Thielicke, but "to those vrho are resolved to
live with him, vrho are won by his vrord.s and his whole person,
who give themselves unconditionally to Him. "6
Thielicke is certain that it vras the same for the
disciples. They could never have believed the resurrection
if they had not first believed in His Word. They, too, could
have explained avray the event of Easter Sunday as so many
others did. But when they saw the resurrection in the light
of the Lord vrith whom they had communed, faith vras kindled.
In this "indirect and discreet" language of the resurrection
narratives, lies the glory of the mythical language, accord
ing to Helmut Thielicke.
The aspect of world vievr finds extensive illustration
in Old Testament sermons. In a rhetorical question,
Thielicke indicates the problem of the ancient vrorld view of
myth for modern man. In the sermon, "Creation and Evolution,"
he asks,
Isn't faith with its mythical, unreal conceptions,
starting with a great disadvantage compared with
^Ibid., p. 85.
58
science, which has long since replaced these old and
superannuated conceptions of creation with biological
evolution (and done so with exact proofs too)??
The Hamburg preacher believes that the doubt placed
upon the Scriptures by the scientific view is created by a
wrong way of putting the question. There should be no
tension between the two disciplines of religion and science.
The Bible does not purport to be a commentary on science.
Vie are directed by the Bible to ask, rather, why man is here,
what is his destiny, and what is the role he is requested to
fulfill. Herein lies the higher meaning that the creation
account wishes to express through the ancient unscientific
myth. Thielicke contends at every point for the legitimacy
of conveying transcendental truth through a world viex\' which
we know to be outdated.
The second category of myth is not to be found
illustrated in the sermons accessible to this writer. How
ever, a lecture on the Virgin Birth does indicate how
he
deals with the pictorial language of myth. The criteria
Thielicke uses for determining the bindingness of a dogma is
foimd in these VTords: "If without this dogma I could no
longer -call Christ my Lord, this would prove that it is
constitutive in character. "^ The fact to be held to in this
^Thielicke, How the World Beg_an, p. 79'.
^Thielicke, Between Heaven and Earth, p. 64.
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dogma is the miraculous quality of the birth. God, being in
Christ, cannot be explained short of the miraculous. Thus,
the Virgin Birth "should have the significance of a 'sign'
which accentuates the miraculous entrance of Jesus into our
life and our huma.n history. "9
Herein, Thielicke indicates how he considers the
Virgin Birth to be an example of the pictorial element in
myth. The question which relates to his categorical defini
tion is whether or not there is really a basis in history.
The Hamburg preacher c8.nnot give a decisive answer at this
point. Indecision is not a point of embarrassment for him.
This is so because he is convinced that the Virgin Birth is
not a foundation of faith. The important aspect for the
preacher-professor is that the truth of the miraculous birth
is in no way jeopardized.
The biblical attempt at demythologizing or divesting
mythical elements of their pagan content must be left without
illustration. It has been impossible to find reference to
this in Thielicke's published sermons.
It is evident that understanding and interpreting
Scripture is of critical importance in Thielicke's preaching.
It has been shown that the transcendental element and its
9lbid., p. 71.
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world view often underlie and influence the finished product,
the sermon. The pictorial element of myth has been ina.de-
quately illustrated. One must q^uestion from the evidence
given in the analysis of the Virgin Birth whether or not he
retains the historical basis that he suggested was part of
this category of myth.
Unders tanding History
The understanding of history is a subject that appears
more often than any other in the writin_gs of Helmut Thielicke.
Undoubtedly, this can be traced, to the tragedy and sorrow in
which this German pastor fulfilled his role. During the war
years in Germany (World V/ar II) he was forced to grapple with
the m.eaning of life in the face of m.eaninglessness . The
author came to the firm conviction that to the natural man
history appears to be both m.eaningful and meaningless. The
existence of this contradiction has driven many to frustra
tion because no way of resolving the tension is offered.
Thielicke suggests that there is providence only in the
"higher, thoughts" of God which result in His personal
decisions in history. The factor of freedom precludes any
attempt at systematlzation of the operation of history. With
pressing urgency, Thielicke points to a personal relationship
with the loving Father as the only avenue to a meaningful
existence.
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By and large, the preaching of Thielicke on this sub
ject is the result of contemplation of Scripture passages.
Because of this fact it must be pointed out in what way his
understanding of history informs his preaching. It cannot
be denied that much of his preaching on the meaning of
history stems from a biblical basis. However, scrutiny of
his sermons, many not on the specific theme, evidences a
philosophy of history that has a significant bearing on the
sermon.
In a. sermon on Creation entitled, "God's Autograph,"
Thielicke points to the burden that lies heavy upon suffering
man and the solution he needs. After considerin^gthe goodness
of the initial creation, he emphasizes the questions that so
many have asked: How could God allow "the bloodbath in
Hungary . . , the mass graves of the air-raid victims, the
horror of refu^gee camps, mental hospitals and the tears of
those who grieve in loneliness?"!^
None of these things, he states, are compatible with
the good hand of the Creator, Although these are real
questions and not to be disdained, the trouble lies else
where. He writes:
. . . the really tormenting thing in our life is not
at all that vre must suffer .... It would be child's
lOThielicke, How the Vforld Began, p. 45.
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play if we were able to accept it from God's hand, if we
could see God's autograph at the bottom of the cup of
suffering.
If man could be assured of a Father heart that meant
him vrell, then the argument with God would be over. All that
appears to be before him are the traces of fate and chance
and unfathomable history. This is the same question that
appears again and again throughout his sermons.
In the majority of his sermons there is also present
the motif xfhich informs so much of Thielicke's sermonizing.
It is the answer that there is a God who is "continually with
thee" (Psalm 73). In acceptance of this promise, the grace
that gives me the power to accept what befalls me is granted.
It is contact with the Father-God that enables me to face the
mystery of life. As Thielicke announces again and again,
everything that happens to man m.ust first pass before the
Father's heart. If life can be viewed In this light, what
seems so utterly horrible, cruel and incomprehensible may be
affirmed later in life. This is so
because the Father's hands transform and hallow the
destinies that flow through them. He who is reconciled
to the Father is also reconciled to his lot. For whom
soever is reconciled to the will of God has lost its
terror (and this has for all who know the Father of Jesus
Christ) for him the darkest night of the valley of life
has lost its specters and it shines with light.
-'^
lllbid. , p. 46.
12Helmut Thielicke, Our Heavenly Father, trans. J. W.
Doberstein (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1960 ) , p. 75-
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A continued exposure to Thielicke's sermons impresses
upon the reader the significance of his understanding of
history for preaching. The note of triumph he strikes is the
note that appears with great frequency in his sermons. ^ 3
This chapter of illustrative materials has attempted
to portray just some of the vrays that the foundational
elements of preaching are fouiid in and imdergirding the
written sermons of Helmut Thielicke.
I3cf . Life Can Begin Again , p. I38; The Silence of
God, p. 54.
-
CHAPTER IV
CONCLUSION
This study has endeavored to do two things: to dis
cover the foundation elements in theory and practise of the
preaching of Helmut Thielicke, German preacher-professor.
Foundational to the preparation of the sermon, in
theory, were the elements of credibility and interpretation.
Thielicke contended that the herald could not deliver a
sermon effectively without having first grappled with the
spiritual and theological roots of credibility. He must live
the life he preaches and address man in his life situation.
The Hamburg preacher was also keenly aware of the
necessity of a realistic understanding of Scripture and
history. In rejecting the doctrine of verbal inspiration, he
turned to a more humanistic concept of Scripture. Because of
the complexity of the task of interpretation of Holy Writ, he
suggested an "interim" and a "spiritual" hermeneutic. In
this way the aid of the Holy Spirit is invoked and Scripture
is allowed to examine the reader's presuppositions. The
problem of myth was found to be a valid one. Search for the
kernel of truth under the husk of myth must continue. How
ever, there is no quick, easy or final way of interpreting
myth. Thielicke proposed that myth is m.eritorious because it
conveys as no other means can the glories of transcendental
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truth.
Understanding history was found to be a prominent
theme in Thielicke's writings. The source and goal of history
can only be found in Jesus Christ. Though history has its
enigm.atic and incomprehensible side, the trials and suffer
ing can be faced with serenity. This is so because all that
comes to man comes from the hand of the Pather-God..
Illustration of Thielicke's theory vias seen, in
practice, through published sermons. Credibility and inter
pretation are important foundational elements in the forma
tion of the sermon. Helmut Thielicke is a preacher vrho has
grappled with these factors and has been effective in bringing
God's Word to bear upon contemporary man.
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